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AN APPRECIATION 


ELIX MENDELSSOHN-BARTHOLDY (1809-1847) is usually regarded as belonging to that 
Romantic School or period in musical history in which the names of Schumann and Chopin are 
of similar prominence. This customary classification of Mendelssohn, however, is not altogether 
just, inasmuch as it applies to one side only in the wide compass of his musical personality, and not even 
to its strongest side, for it emphasizes unduly that romanticism which was only an incidental feature 
in his manysided genius. The classification is somewhat unjust to Mendelssohn’s other and far more 
pronounced characteristics; especially to those which so markedly differentiate him from his great 
contemporaries and which entitle him to be regarded as a “‘Classic-Romantic”—in fact, the Classic- 
Romantic. 

While he could not—and evidently had no desire to—keep altogether aloof from the strong 
wave of romanticism that swept over Germany at the beginning of the nineteenth century, he came 
within its range only occasionally: when the text of a song called for it or the drama which he either 
introduced or enlivened with his music. Thus we find him almost transcendentally romantic in some 
of his Overtures (Fingal’s Cave, Hebrides), also in his ‘‘Walpurgis Night,” and above all in his music ’ 
to Shakespeare’s ‘‘Midsummernight’s Dream,” the elf-like texture and fairy-tale mood of which 
frequently—but also plainly—recur in some of his piano compositions (Scherzo a capriccio, Rondo 
capriccioso, and others). 

And yet, when we enquire into the tendencies which were predominantly sympathetic to him 
and which he championed with all the strength of his personality, position and influence, we find them 
linked with the names of Bach and Beethoven. These.were the masters for whose works he acted as 
an enthusiastic and energetic propagandist; it was their purity of form, their clarity of thought which 
impressed him far more strongly than the mysticism and fancy of the Romantics. With the farseeing 
eye of a divinely appointed prophet he perceived that these masters had spoken not for their time only 
but for all times, that their fundamentality would outlast every transient fashion; and it was in their 
path rather than with the Romantics that his genius compelled him to pursue his way. 

That his works had lately to suffer somewhat from neglect is undoubtedly due to his so-called 
“followers,’’ who—as usual with Epigones—had caught only the external qualities of his work (form, 
manner of workmanship, etc.), without its delightful and refined spirit; who imitated rather than 
followed him and who, by aping his style and by diluting his fine spirituality into a platitudinous 
conventionality, have wearied the music-lover. In the same degree, however, as these imitators fall 
more and more into oblivion (Sterndale Bennett is now completely forgotten), the true genius of their 


great model breaks forth anew in unimpeded light and reasserts its great, masterly qualities. 


As the ‘‘Fugue”’ is inseparably linked with master John Sebastian’s name, although his contra- 
puntal mastery was but one facet in the luminous jewel of his genius; as the term ‘‘Nocturne”’ is 
inalienably associated with the name of Chopin, though it represents the smallest type of his works 
and was used long before him by John Field—so has the “‘Song Without Words’’ become almost a 
synonym for the name Mendelssohn, not only because he—as far as we know—invented this 
original, paradoxical and yet so suitable title, but because in these wordless songs he has addressed his 
largest audiences. It is in them that he best conceals his great artistry and seems to speak the simple 
and intimate language of a dear old friend. 

Open the pages of this unique volume wherever we may, the eye always meets a definite picture 
in the merely general aspect of the page. The writing is always decided and impeccable. The keenest 
search could not detect a page on which the master had not ‘‘something to say.” Students as well as 
amateurs will find a perfect treasure trove of beauty and wholesome sentiment in this volume, 
especially if, in their selecting, they leave the beaten track of the half-dozen over-popular pieces in it 
and explore the almost untrodden ground of the many others. Varied as the sentiment and humor 
in them are and must be, there are certain features common to all: purity, chastity of concept, natural- 
ness of melodic development with its consequent appealing quality, refinement of utterance, and, 
finally, a workmanship in the minutest detail that stands unexcelled to the present day. 


CONSTANTIN von STERNBERG. | 


Note. Wherever it was possible to do so without making the reading needlessly difficult, the principle 
has been followed of indicating the use of the left hand by placing the fingering under the notes and for 
the right hand over them. 
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